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"WHAT  MEAN  THESE  STONES?" 

''When  your  children  shall  ask  their  fathers 
in  time   to  come3   saying 3   what  mean  these 
stones?  Then  ye  shall   let  your  children 
know  saying  ..."     (Joshua  4:21-22) 


There  is  a  river  in  northern  Italy,  fifteen  miles 
long,  that  flows  eastward  into  the  Adriatic  Sea.   In 
ancient  times  it  served  as  a  boundary  between  Cisalpin 
Gaul  and  Italy.   By  crossing  the  Rubicon  to  march 
against  Pompey  in  49  BC,  Julius  Caesar  committed  him- 
self to  conquer  or  perish* 

The  Hebrews  had  their  Rubicon,  the  Jordan  River. 
Their  Caesar  was  the  rugged  Joshua,  an  Ephraimite,  the 
son  of  Nun.   With  them  on  the  east  bank  of  the  river 
stood  forty  years  of  wandering  in  the  wilderness,  the 
bitter  memory  of  servitude  in  Egypt,  and  the  stout 
promises  of  Yahweh.   On  the  other  side  was  freedom  and 
fulfillment,  and  a  land  that  they  could  call  their  own. 
The  Hebrews  went  over,  and  history  was  for  all  time 
changed! 

Immediately  after  the  Jordan  had  been  crossed, 
Joshua  commanded  a  strange  bit  of  ritual.   Strange,  be- 
cause there  was  so  much  to  do  and  so  much  need  for 
haste.   He  had  twelve  men,  one  from  each  tribe,  go  in- 
to the  Jordan  to  bring  out  a  stone  apiece  on  which  the 
priests  had  stood.   There  at  Gilgal  he  assembled  those 
stones  and  built  a  monument.   The  explanation?   "this 
shall  be  a  sign  among  you,  that  when  your  children  ask 
their  fathers  in  time  to  come,  saying,  what  mean  ye  by 
these  stones,  then  ye  shall  answer  them,  that  the  wa- 
ters of  the  Jordan  were  cut  off  before  the  ark  of  the 
covenant  of  the  Lord,  and  these  stones  shall  be  for  a 
memorial  unto  the  children  of  Israel  forever." 

To  be  human  is  to  have  a  history.   On  the  surface 
it  might  seem  as  though  Joshua  were  a  dawdler.   Imagine 
taking  time  to  collect  stones  at  a  critical  juncture 
like  this  -  when  there  were  wells  to  dig,  tents  to  put 


up,  crops  to  plant,  enemies  to  face,  disputes  to  adju- 
dicate, and  a  thousand  and  one  administrative  decisions 
to  be  made.   But  Joshua,  with  an  awareness  of  posterity, 
commanded  that  the  memorial  be  built. 

We  pride  ourselves  on  being  an  active  generation 
of  movers  and  shakers.   We  sit  loose  to  the  past  -  at 
times  irreverently  loose.   Clive  Barnes  said  of  us  that 
we  are  "an  age  that  takes  a  peculiar  delight  in  paint- 
ing mustaches  on  the  'Mona  Lisa'  and  demonstrating  that 
every  great  man  was  a  regular  guy  at  heart."!  All  the 
same,  despite  our  modernity  and  sophistication,  our 
need  for  connections  with  the  past  keeps  surfacing.  We 
cannot  help  it. 

Thus,  we  fight  the  bulldozer  that  would  obliter- 
ate an  age  old  landmark  in  the  interest  of  a  quick 
buck.   Thus,  we  resist  the  profanation  of  a  battle 
field  like  Gettysburg.   Thus,  we  reach  out  for  astrol- 
ogical knowledge,  hoping  that  our  poor  lives  might  es- 
tablish a  link  with  the  cosmos. 

The  noise  we  hear  these  days  about  black  studies 
is  nothing  else  at  bottom  than  a  quest  on  the  part  of 
a  people  to  discover  and  learn  their  history.   The 
American  Negro  has  been  seeing  through  a  glass  whitely 
for  centuries  and  has  a  right  to  know  who  he  really  is 
and  to  whom  he  ultimately  belongs.   We  need  the  stones. 
Men  have  a  history,  animals  do  not.   Modern  though  we 
are,  we  are  not  comfortable  when  all  of  our  eggs  are 
in  the  basket  of  the  immediate. 

We  need  interpreters  of  the  stones  as  well.   Folks 
who  can  understand  them  and  help  us  to  see  our  present 
in  their  light.   Back  in  1954,  Bela  Fabian,  a  Jewish 
resistance  leader  in  Hungary,  said  in  an  interview  in 
Washington:   "The  biggest  heroes  of  the  resistance  are 
the  grandmothers  in  Hungary.   They  are  talking  to  the 
children  of  the  old  times,  before  the  Communists,  when 
there  was  enough  to  eat  and  they  could  get  a  new  dress." 
This  shall  be  for  a  sign  to  you,  "that  when  their  chil- 
dren ask  their  fathers  in  time  to  come,  what  mean  these 
stones?   Then  ye  shall  answer  them " 


Today  is  Christian  Education  Sunday.   These  an- 
cient words  of  Joshua  have  something  to  tell  us  about 
the  teaching  mission  of  the  church.   Faith  lives  on 
memory  and  hope,  promise  and  fulfillment.   These  mem- 
ories and  hopes  are  based  on  something  far  more  sub- 
stantial than  mere  ideas  or  sentiments  or  attitudes. 
They  are  anchored  to  the  actions  of  God  in  history. 
Hence,  the  stones.   Lest  we  forget,  or  get  overly  sub- 
jective. 

Israel  has  survived  across  the  centuries  against 
every  conceivable  form  of  aggression,  for  Israel  has 
learned  how  to  remember.   Oh,  the  marker  at  Gilgal  has 
long  since  gone.   Other  temporary  markers  have  also 
served  their  day  and  disappeared.  But  our  Hebrew  friends 
have  a  whole  series  of  feasts  across  the  calendar  year 
to  keep  the  memory  active,  to  alert  men ' and  women  in 
the  present  to  what  God  has  done,  is  doing,  and  will 
do.   Chief  of  these  is  the  feast  of  the  Passover  by 
which  they  recall  the  event  by  which  they  became  a 
people  who  were  no  .people  by  virtue  of  a  mighty  hand 
and  an  outstretched  arm! 

We  have  our  memories  too.   Memories  that  we  wish, 
as  a  community  of  faith,  to  share  with  our  children, 
to  the  end  that  they  might  join  us  in  the  succession  of 
those  who  live  as  seeing  Him  who  is  invisible.   These 
memories  that  are  precious  to  the  life  of  the  church 
center  in  a  core  of  stories,  a  body  of  literature  that 
finds  its  center  in  the  Exodus  of  the  Old  Testament, 
and  the  coming  and  dying  and  rising  again  of  Jesus 
Christ. 

In  these  frenzied  times  we  keep  wanting  to  apply 
Christianity.   Maybe  it's  time  we  stopped  long  enough 
to  examine  what  it  is  that  we  are  trying  to  apply. 
How  can  we  apply  a  gospel  whose  essence  we  do  not  know? 
Or  whose  stories  do  not  live  in  our  understanding? 

A  friend  of  mine  (he  was  probably  in  a  low  mood 
when  he  said  it)  suggested  recently  that  Biblical 


illiteracy  in  the  average  congregation  is  so  rife  that 
to  meet  people  at  the  level  of  what  they  know  each  Sun- 
day, we  would  have  to  put  on  the  equivalent  of  a  Howdy 
Doody  show! 

There  is  such  a  simple  thing  as  a  time-line  that 
belongs  to  the  knowledge  of  faith  —  no  matter  how 
spiritual  we  are.   If  you  think  that  Isaiah  came  be- 
fore Noah,  or  Paul  before  Jesus  on  this  time-line, 
what  hope  is  there  for  getting  on  with  Christ's  mission 
in  the  world?   If  we  wish  to  depart  from  the  faith  as 
young  people,  we  should  at  least  know  what  it  is  that 
we  are  departing  from.   If  we  wish  to  modify  the  faith, 
we  should  at  least  know  what  it  is  that  we  are  about 
to  modify. 

There  are  primary  witnesses  to  the  word  of  God 
who  have  something  to  say  to  us  in  every  generation. 
These  are  the  prophets  of  the  Old  Testament  and  the 
Apostles  of  the  New.   They  are  not  primary  because  of 
any  special  excellence  inherent  in  them,  but  by  virtue 
of  the  specific  history  in  which  they  were  confronted 
by  the  word.   There  is  no  way  that  we  can  adequately 
celebrate  the  joy  and  excitement  of  Christian  faith 
unless  we  know  something  about  these  primary  wit- 
nesses —  who  they  were,  how  they  perceived  God,  and 
what  they  said. 

This  is  a  plea  to  those  of  us  who  represent  the 
older  generation  to  take  seriously  our  responsibility 
to  introduce  our  children  to  "Bible  Country."   There 
is  a  whole  set  of  metaphors  and  symbols  that  belongs 
to  the  life  of  faith.   These  comprise  what  might  be 
called  the  geography  of  the  soul:   Job's  ash  heap, 
Mount  Pisgah,  Ebenezer,  Zion's  Hill,  Canaan,  Sinai, 
the  Brook  Jabbok,  Manna,  the  Pillar  of  Fire,  Belsha- 
zaar's  Feast,  the  willows  of  Babylon,  Galilee  and 
Gethsemane,  Golgotha,  Joseph's  garden,  Jacob's  well, 
the  widow's  mite,  the  Jericho  Road,  the  Emmaus  Road, 
the  Damascus  Road,  the  street  called  Straight,  the 
Isle  of  Patmos,  the  City  Four  Square,  the  new  Jeru- 
salem, and  many  others.   This  is  Bible  Country. 


When  the  Scriptures  begin  to  take  hold  of  us  those  an- 
cient stones,  represented  in  such  places,  come  alive 
and  speak  to  us  of  a  presence  that  will  not  let  us  go 
no  matter  what! 

These  stones  need  interpretation.   It  isi  not 
enough  that  we  have  the  stones,  or  that  we  have  keepers 
of  the  stones.   "When  your  children  ask  their  fathers 
in  time  to  come...."  The  presumption  here  is  that  the 
fathers  would  be  the  interpreters  of  the  stones.   The 
fathers  suggest  the  responsibility  of  the  home  to  pass 
it  on. 

Old  John  Calvin,  who  had  as  keen  a  view  of  nurture 
as  any  man  who  ever  lived,  said,  "Although  the  stones 
themselves  cannot  speak,  yet  the  monument  furnished  the 
parents  with  materials  for  speaking,  and  for  making  the 
kindness  of  God  known  to  their  children. "2 

Will  you  notice  that  even  in  a  theocracy  the  state 
was  not  expected  to  interpret  the  stones.   How,  then, 
living  in  a  pluralistic  society  as  we  do,  can  we  ex- 
pect help  from  the  outside?  Why  do  we  keep  anguishing 
about  the  Supreme  Court  decisions  regarding  prayer? 
Where  is  it  ever  enjoined  upon  the  state  to  further 
prayer  or  faith,  or  to  teach  about  grace  and  hope  and 
love?  When  your  children  come  to  you,  then  you, the 
fathers f shall  explain  the  stones. 

I  like  the  response  that  Bob  Gibson,  the  St. 
Louis  Cardinal's  right-hander,  made  when  someone  asked 
him  whether  he  felt  responsible  to  live  an  exemplary 
life  on  behalf  of  the  young  people  of  the  country.   The 
celebrated  athlete  stated  frankly  that  he  felt  no  such 
responsibility  and  went  on  to  assert  that  each  father 
in  the  nation  is  responsible  to  set  a  good  example  for 
his  own  children. 

Some  of  our  Christian  brethren  who  have  not  taken 
to  the  streets  about  any  serious  social  matter  in  years . 
took  it  upon  themselves  this  week  to  picket  the  opening 
of  "Jesus  Christ  Superstar."  Maybe  the  view  of  Jesus 


in  this  widely  acclaimed  musical  is  not  the  one  that 
belongs  to  Christian  memory.   But  I  have  never  ex- 
pected Broadway  to  do  my  theology  for  me! 

The  mission  of  the  Church  School  is  to  serve  as 
an  adjunct  to  the  home,  to  reinforce  the  home,  to 
teach  mothers  and  fathers  the  meaning  of  the  stones 
so  that  they  can  speak  more  persuasively  to  their  own 
children. 


I  want  my  last  word  to  be  to  our  young  people. 
We  have  talked  about  them  and  around  them,  maybe  it's 
time  we  spoke  a  word  directly  to  them.   The  reason  why 
we  are  bent  on  sharing  with  you  the  meaning  of  the 
stones  is  because  we  want  to  share  with  you  that  which 
means  more  to  us  than  anything  else  in  life  —  our 
faith  in  the  living  God.   We  are  not  trying  to  share 
the  meaning  of  the  stones  in  order  to  control  you, 
although,  I  suppose,  some  parents  have  used  religion 
as  a  control  device  on  their  children. 

Specifically,  I  would  hope  that  in  introducing 
our  children  to  the  God  of  history,  the  God  of  Abraham 
and  Isaac  and  Jacob,  the  God  of  Jesus  Christ,  we  would 
be  pointing  them  to  the  "big  idea"  of  history;  namely, 
the  kingdom  of  God.  And  this,  lest  they  waste  their 
years  in  some  minor,  backwater  episode  that  happens  to 
be  big  at  the  moment . 

A  summer  ago  when  we  were  visiting  in  the  City  of 
San  Francisco  I  chanced  into  a  trolley-bus.  A  very  eager 
young  man  was  engaged  in  conversation  with  the  bus  driv- 
er about  dog  racing,  of  all  things.   I  had  never  seen 
anyone  this  animated  about  dog  racing  before.   The 
young  man,  speaking  over  the  shoulder  of  the  engrossed 
driver,  said,  "You  know  they  are  extending  the  Grey- 
hound season  in  Portland.   I'd  like  to  get  up  there." 
The  driver  said,  "So  would  I."   The  young  enthusiast 
went  on,  "People  wait  all  year  for  it.   It  seems  like 
the  whole  city  comes  alive  when  the  dogs  arrive." 


Well,  I've  been  to  Portland  a  few  times  and  I 
never  got  the  impression  that  the  whole  city  was  hold- 
ing its  breath  waiting  for  the  dogs  to  arrive!   We 
don't  want  our  youngsters  to  get  caught  up  in  some  tri- 
fling obsession  and  miss  the  glory  of  the  kingdom  which 
has  come,  is  coming ,  and  shall  come. 

ffor  would  we  fail  to  introduce  them  to  the  God  who 

is  behind  the  events  represented  in  the  stones.   For 

the  stones  point  to  happenings,  and  the  happenings 
keep  pointing  to  God. 

One  of  the  most  readable  autobiographies  that  I 
have  come  upon  in  recent  years  is  entitled  In  God's 
Underground.   It  is  the  story  of  a  Jewish-born  man  in 
Rumania  by  the  name  of  Richard  Wurmbrand.   After  a  life 
of  considerable  profligacy  this  highly  talented  man 
gave  his  life  to  Christ  and  became  a  Lutheran  pastor. 
Eventually  he  served  some  fourteen  years  in  prison 
when  the  Communists  took  over. 

His  conversion  took  place  in  a  sanatorium  where 
he  was  hoping  to  be  cured  of  tuberculosis.   A  carpenter 
on  the  staff  gave  him  a  copy  of  the  Scriptures,  and 
Wurmbrand  began  to  read.   Even  in  his  pleasure-seeking 
days  he  had  the  feeling  that  Jesus  was  trying  to  get 
into  his  life. 

He  writes:   "I  read  on  and  again  tears  filled  my 
eyes.   I  could  not  help  comparing  Christ's  life  with 
mine.   His  outlook  was  so  pure,  mine  so  tainted;  His 
nature  so  selfless,  mine  so  greedy;  His  heart  so  full 
of  love,  mine  filled  with  rancour.   My  old  certainties 
began  to  crumble  in  the  face  of  this  wisdom  and  truth- 
fulness.  Christ  had  always  appealed  to  the  depths  of 
my  heart,  to  which  my  conscience  had  no  access,  and  now 
I  said  to  myself,  'If  I  had  a  mind  like  His,  I  could 
rely  on  its  conclusions.'   I  was  like  the  man  in  the 
ancient  Chinese  story,  trudging  exhausted  under  the  sun, 
who  came  on  a  great  oak  and  rested  in  its  shade.  TWhat 
a  happy  chance  I  found  you!'  he  said.  But  the  oak  re- 
plied, 'It  is  no  chance.   I  have  been  waiting  for  you 
for  400  years.'  Christ  had  waited  all  my  life  for  me. 


Now  we  met."3 


This  is  why  we  have  the  stones,  and  why  we  in- 
terpret the  stones  in  every  generation,  because  they 
point  unfailingly  to  the  One  with  whom  we  have  to  do. 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Help  us,  0  Lord,  to  remember,  that 

we  may  the  better  hope  and  do. 
Help  us  to  know  that  we  may 

more  adequately  trust  and  love. 
Let  the  faith,  that  has  come  to 
us  at  a  cost  beyond  all 
reckoning, 

come  alive  in  us 

and  through  us  in  our  children. 

In  Jesus'  Name  we  pray.   Amen, 
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